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In 1854 John Calcott Horsley married Rosamund, daughter of Dr. Charles Haden author of Practical Observations on the Management and Diseases of Children. When their third child was born, on the same day as Princess Beatrice, their friend Miss Skerret, who had an important position at Court, mentioned the coincidence to Queen Victoria. Her Majesty graciously requested that the boy be given her own names. Following a family custom the maternal surname was added-the infant was christened Victor Alexander Haden Horsley.
Though by birth a Londoner, Victor Horsley was by upbringing a Man of Kent. His early years were spent at Cranbrook where his father had purchased Willesley, a charming house which today is a country-club. On the plaster ceiling of the diningroom the embossed initials of the former master and mistress of Willesley may still be seen. And on a rear gable one can still read Victor's parents' inscription: 'Except the Lord build the house their labour is but lost who build it'.
His life was almost cut short by the action of a vindictive nurse who threw him on to a heap of stones. Fortunately he survived this malevolent act without apparent ill-effect but a depressed area remained on his skull and during a later phase when he indulged in self-experiment he discovered that the bone was thinned and that he could make it spring in and out. He observed that firm pressure on the centre of the area caused a neuralgic pain in his teeth which ceased immediately the pressure was removed.
It has been said that 'everybody's youth is a dream, a form of chemical madness'; the dancing molecules in Victor's bloodstream drove him in those early days notoriously to mischief. He was for ever in a scrape. One morning his father admonished him at the breakfast-table for his latest prank. He listened for a while and then said, 'All right, I'll try to remember, but I must be off to school now'. As he jumped up he caught his foot in the table-cloth and dragged the breakfast things to the floor.
He was a good-looking boy, bright, alert, unassertive and very happy. Longlimbed and prodigiously active he stood very straight and walked very fast. He had blue eyes with a slight outward cast and talked with a hint of a lisp. Left-handed, he was trained early to be ambidexterous.
After attending Cranbrook Grammar School where his reports were never better than 'very good' he matriculated at London University in 1874. He wished to become a cavalry officer but accepted instead his father's suggestion that he should study medicine. One of his first mentors in the natural sciences was a local general practitioner, Dr. Thomas Joyce of Shepherd's House, Cranbrook.
The Horsleys returned to London in 1875 and lived at 1 High Row, Kensington Gravel Pits (now 128, Church Street, Kensington). Walter, the eldest boy, was an art-student despite colour-blindness, a defect from which Victor and Gerald, the youngest son, also suffered.
Victor took the preliminary science examination in the summer of 1875 and in October he entered the medical school at University College. The Sir Victor Horsley in cattle and made physiological studies on the heart-beat. His appointment to a chair of pathology at Cambridge created the vacancy which was filled by Horsley who took up his appointment on 1 September 1883.
Horsley's research subjects at Wandsworth Road included canine chorea, healing by first intention, cortical localization, the pathological changes following thyroid ablation, and Pasteur's anti-rabies vaccine. He became F.R.S. in 1886. He resigned the Superintendentship in 1891 and was succeeded by Charles Scott Sherrington.
The development of anaesthesia, antisepsis, and cerebral localization were necessary preludes to modem neurosurgery; the virtuosi who ushered in the speciality were William Macewan of Glasgow, F. Durante of Rome, and Rickman Godlee of London, who performed their respective operations in July 1879, May 1884, and November 1884. Godlee's operation at the Hospital for Epilepsy and Paralysis, Regent's Park, the first removal of a cerebral glioma, attracted greater attention than did Macewan's operations, although by 1884 the Scotsman had performed six successful intracranial operations.
If the priority for demonstrating the feasibility of brain surgery belongs to Macewan rather than to Godlee how, then, can it be claimed that Victor Horsley was the first modem neuro-surgeon? His right to the distinction rests on the constancy of his devotion to experimental physiology and his unremitting research into the fundamental principles, apart altogether from the techniques, underlying the Horsley operated at the National Hospital on 9 June 1887 but when he exposed the cord it appeared perfectly normal. He palpated it and probed with a curved needle around its anterior surface but he could not detect a tumour. He removed another lamina at either end of the wound without discovering causative pathology.
In his account of the case in the Medico-Chirurgical Transactions Horsley5 remarked, 'At this juncture it appeared as if sufficient had been done . . .' words which conceal the dismay he must have experienced and which the onlookers in the theatre must have shared. Was Gowers' diagnosis incorrect? Was the intrepid operation ill-advised? Horsley may be pardoned if he wavered at that moment.
'At this juncture it appeared as if sufficient had been done, but I was very unwilling to leave the matter undecided, and my friend Mr. Ballance being strongly of the opinion that further exposure of the cord was indicated I determined to explore further if the state of the patient warranted me in so doing'. He eventually located and removed an almond-shaped tumour (histologically a fibro-myxoma) at the level of the third and fourth dorsal roots on the left side.
On the fifth post-operative day Gilbey noticed some return of sensation and on the thirteenth day he moved his right thigh. By November 1887 he was walking with the aid of a stick and early in the following January he could walk several miles.
Horsley's contributions to neurosurgery included the use of wax, muscle, and deep anaesthesia to control haemorrhage, the invention of a number of instruments and a head-holding device; he was the first to attempt to remove a pinealoma, to expose the pituitary gland, and to perform root section for trigeminal neuralgia. More important, perhaps, was the general effect of his enthusiasm and optimism and his insistence, year in year out, that intra-cranial expanding lesions must be treated surgically. In 1895 he stated:
Six years ago I made a suggestion that all cases of Jacksonian epilepsy should be explored ... after six weeks of unsuccessful treatment with drugs. The only notice of the suggestion has been the adoption in principle by Dr. Allen Starr in his very valuable work on cerebral tumours.
And at the British Medical Association meeting in Toronto in 1906 he said:
... so long as our powers of diagnosis remain as they are so long will the vulgar error of regarding surgical treatment as a dernier ressort be committed. The question, namely, when should medicinal treatment be given up and operative treatment substituted?-has been raised in connection with many diseases, notably appendicitis. Even in the present year I have been asked to operate on a patient with a lateral tumour of the cerebellum who has been known to have optic neuritis for nine years.
His contributions to the basic medical sciences were astonishingly diverse. He commenced his studies of cortical function with Edward Schafer at University College and continued them at the Brown Institution with Charles Beevor and at Oxford with his brother-in-law F. J. Gotch with whom he delivered the Croonian Lecture for 1891. He worked with Rickman Godlee on thyroid ablation in Schafer's Sir Victor Horsley laboratory and later carried on this investigation independently at the Brown Institution. He studied the faculty of orientation in space, the function of cranial nerves, the changes in respiratory and circulatory function which result from raised intracranial pressure. He was the first to perform extirpation experiments on the pituitary gland. He carried out a long series of experiments in collaboration with Felix Semon to elucidate laryngeal innervation. He investigated cerebellar structure and function with Max Lowenthal and with R. H. Clarke, who in the course of their work invented the prototype of present-day stereotaxic instruments. He studied the cervical spinobulbar and spino-cerebellar tracts with A. S. MacNalty, who today is probably the sole survivor of Horsley's co-workers.
As an illustration of the range of his scientific curiosity it is worth recalling that with C. J. Bond he studied the salivary-glands of woodpeckers and that he and R. H. Clarke, who frequently visited the London Zoo together, made observations on normal conjugate movements in the divergent eyes of ducks and armadilloes.
It is surprising to learn that Sir Edward Sharpey-Schafer expressed an adverse opinion of Horsley's scientific work in a letter to Stephen Paget: I am afraid you will be rather horrified to hear that I think poorly of it. In science he was an amateur-which is by no means against him: but he was an amateur not of the Darwin type. For he was always too desirous of getting results quickly and he was too apt to get the results he expected.
Sharpey-Schafer had quarrelled bitterly with Horsley. It is unlikely that he allowed this to influence his judgement but he was too close to Horsley to realize the seminal effect of such an 'amateur' on younger clinical scientists. Sir Walter Langdon Brown spoke of him as an intellectual hormone; Sir Thomas Lewis stated that when he was a student Horsley's reputation attracted him to University College Hospital and it was in Horsley's laboratory at University College that Lewis found encouragement to pursue his own investigational work; George Crile6 of Cleveland regarded an opportunity to work in Horsley's laboratory as 'one of the good fortunes of my life'. His great professional success and his insistence on the necessity for the advancement of medical science by experimental means caused the powerful anti-vivisectionist groups to regard Horsley with particular disaprobation.
His denunciation of Nine Circles, a book by Miss Frances Cobbe founder of the National Anti-vivisection Society as 'one of the rankest impostures that has for many years defaced English literature', led to an acrimonious correspondence in The Times which continued until Punch poked fun at both parties.
His most implacable foe was the Hon. Stephen Coleridge, Honorary Secretary of the National Anti-vivisection Society, who did not confine his criticism of Horsley to his role of physiologist but implied that there was an element of cruelty in his surgical practices.
Coleridge circulated a German surgical-instrument-maker's catalogue and followed this dubious propaganda by suggesting that Horsley's operating methods were not followed 'by the best and the most humane of our surgeons', and that he was 'somewhat singular in using on his patients head-holders made of the strongest material and gags with steel bars passed through the mouth behind the teeth, which are clenched upon it immovably with steel chains '. 367 This distortion of the truth was repudiated by a correspondent in The Times who such a stab in the dark without first letting it be known what was intended. It seemed also almost cruel, without knowing any of the surrounding circumstances, to select at random one from the large number of distinguished scientists on the medical ists. It was, therefore, finally decided to make earnest prayer, giving much thought to the subject, that the Almighty, if the prayer were in accord with His Will, would promptly remove the man most likely to cause future suffering to innocent subjects. About a fortnight later, one of our most distinguished scientists dropped and the newspapers were lamenting the loss to science of this vivisector, and the discoveries he was just about to make.
Mrs. Cowan's letter caused a furore, but the anti-vivisectionists sought to repudiate this too radical member of their fraternity, not for her lack of charity be it understood, but in case her potent weapon be turned against them.
Stephen Coleridge (let us hope with his tongue in his cheek) expressed alarm lest the document she had circulated should cause the physiologists to retaliate and pray for his removal. A member of the Society of United Prayer remarked in all seriousness that an unrepentant vivisector, dead, might do more harm to the community than a living vivisector and the Secretary of the Society endorsed her suggestion: ' We can control the actions of the living but we do not know what evil influences may be set at work by the uncontrolled spirits of the dead. It is at least a curious fact that our work was never so severely attacked as shortly after the deaths of several well-known vivisectors'.
Victor Horsley married Eldred, daughter of Sir Frederick Bramwell, at St. Margaret's, Westminster, on 4 October 1887. They were ideally suited and remained devoted and attached. They had three children, Siward, Oswald, and Pamela.
They rented 80 Park Street, Grosvenor Square, until 1891 when they purchased 368 Sir Victor Horsley 25 Cavendish Square, previously occupied by C. B. Radcliffe, and before him by C. E. Brown-Sequard. It has been said that when the latter lived there he looked out a window one morning and was dismayed to see the Square filled with carriages of patients coming to consult him. The role of fashionable consultant was not for Brown-S6quard who shortly afterwards resigned his appointment at the National Hospital.
Horsley was more adaptable and managed to combine a large practice with research. He was sometimes delayed in the laboratory but he explained unapologetically to Ernest Sachs, 'If people want me to learn they must be willing to wait'.
His patients did not complain. They found him kind and considerate. His friends were impressed by his charm, his junior colleagues by his easy manner and lack of pomposity. Sir Edward Sharpey-Schafer, writing to Paget, described Horsley as a splendid personality, the most optimistic man he had ever met. But he had one great fault, 'he was absolutely unable to recognise that there was more than one side to every question; and if anyone ventured to differ from him-especially on a public question-he was anathema maranatha, an utterly worthless person activated by all the worst motives'.
His Sir Victor Horsley was one of many doctors who saw advantages for both the nation and the profession in the National Insurance Bill and, subject to satisfactory conditions for the doctors being obtained, he declared his support for the Bill.
His motives were misinterpreted by those who accused him of sacrificing the profession to the Liberal Party. At a rowdy meeting in the Queen's Hall he was shouted down and refused a hearing. Dawson Williams, the Editor of the British Medical Journal rebuked the hecklers later remarking that their behaviour 'was worse than a crime it was a blunder besides being a gross discourtesy to a distinguished man'.
The winnowing years brought rn-health and death to many of Sir Victor's older colleagues. Sir William Gowers had declined sadly physically; Hughlings Jackson died in 1911, Lord Lister in February 1912.
Lister's funeral service at Westminster Abbey was a solemn occasion. The coffin was carried slowly through the nave and choir and placed on a high catafalque at each corner of which burned a tall candle. The pall-bearers included the President of the Royal College of Surgeons and representatives of the Lister Institute and of the Order of Merit. They were followed by the chief mourners and by representatives of scientific and learned societies. Sir Victor Horsley acted as delegate for the SociktH de-Chirurgie of Paris.
In May 1912 he was elected to membership of the Royal Society of Uppsalla in the vacancy created by Lister's death. A year previously he had been the first recipient of the Lannelongue Prize, an international prize awarded to the person who had contributed most to the progress of surgery in the preceding decade.
At the outbreak of the Great War, Horsley was fishing in Cumberland. He had for years been a Captain in the Territorial Army and at once he returned to London and volunteered for active service. Not until 1915, however, was he appointed to the 21st General Hospital. Meanwhile he had attracted further notoriety by condemning the rum ration and engaging in controversy over the treatment of war-wounds advocated by Sir Rickman Godlee.
Although an agnostic he frequently spoke at meetings of the Brotherhood Movement, a non-sectarian Christian organization. He 
